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Post-disaster reconstruction is a complex process engaging various stakeholders who typically respond to the policies and 
implementation strategies developed by governments and coordination bodies governing affected countries. Among the 
stakeholders, humanitarian organizations have actively participated in the process of community support and reconstruction, and 
their role has been widely recognized since they focused their efforts in different events over the last two decades. This study is 
focused on projects carried out by humanitarian agencies in the aftermath of major disasters in Japan and the Philippines. The 
aim of this research is to analyse the approaches for recovery and reconstruction adopted in each country and to compare the 
advantages and constraints for the development and implementation of agency-driven projects.  
This study found that the government controlled reconstruction efforts in Japan limited the agencies’ involvement in the recovery 
phase, especially in early stages of housing repair and reconstruction. This led to some agencies circumventing the Japanese 
Government’s precarious coordination mechanisms to simplify their independently implemented projects. By contrast the 
Philippines Government promoted the active participation of agencies through close partnerships to coordinate and support 
community recovery. These differences in policy have directly impacted the implementation of humanitarian projects by local 
and international organizations. This paper demonstrates that the establishment of local contacts is crucial for the implementation 
of reconstruction projects. However NGOs projects are influenced by national post-disaster recovery systems limiting their 
independency. Additionally communities are often excluded from the process of recovery by the paternalistic approach of NGOs 
and governments which exacerbates the risk of dependency and restricts possibilities for community resilience and development. 
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1. Introduction 

Global trends reveal an increasing number of disastrous events whose intensity and impact is causing massive 
losses [1, 2], and challenge the normal development of affected communities. In the last decade over 700 thousand 
people have been killed, over 1.4 million have been injured and approximately 23 million have been displaced as a 
result of disasters [3]. In the aftermath of disasters the chaos resulting from the destruction of physical, economic, 
social and institutional frameworks challenges the capacities of governments to manage the complex processes of 
reconstruction and the relationships between multiple stakeholders [4]. This process requires extensive coordination 
between the locally based stakeholders working with the internationally based humanitarian agencies1. 

This research observes the changes in the coordination mechanisms and the challenges faced by humanitarian 
agencies in the aftermath of major disasters in Japan and the Philippines. The aim is to identify the limitations of the 
two approaches and to see how the strengths might be highlighted in order to help frame more successful agency 
based programs into the future. This study will analyse the established procedures in these two countries to identify 
any advantages or limitations for the implementation of agency-driven projects. It also highlights the alternate 
procedures developed by organizations to actively participate in the recovery of the built-environment. The analysis 
of the case studies has been based on the information obtained through government reports as well as interviews 
with government and NGOs’ officials during field visits to the disaster affected sites and temporary relocation sites 
in Japan between September 2011 and August 2014. 

2. Roles of Humanitarian Agencies in the Aftermath of a Disaster 

Humanitarian organizations have been seen as alternative actors for the democratization of community 
development and humanitarian aid since traditional government-to-government aid has been described as 
bureaucratic and elite-centred [5]. The involvement of different kinds of agencies and non-profit groups has been 
observed as a result of the rise of the civil society and private sector engagement as non-traditional actors in the 
context of post-disaster reconstruction – particularly in Asia [6]. The most evident benefits of the increasing 
participation of humanitarian agencies in the reconstruction context are the resources they contribute to the process 
of reconstruction. Agencies mobilizing their capacities and expertise to respond to disasters, are seen as efficient 
government partners for the collaboration in the implementation of reconstruction projects [7, 8, 9]. 

2.1. Non-profits challenges: Beyond the implementation of reconstruction projects 

Despite the global efforts and the experience achieved by humanitarian organizations, shelter and housing sectors 
are seen by some as delivering the “least successful form of aid compared to other humanitarian intervention 
sectors” [10]. Behind the physical evidence of a successful project there are explicit and implicit challenges that 
agencies need to face in order to avoid criticism and controversies. Humanitarian organizations need to be aware 
that despite “good intentions” their intervention can also cause more harm than the disaster itself [11, 12]. There are 
diverse factors that challenge the appropriateness of humanitarian interventions in the context of post-disaster 
reconstruction. This paper identifies five issues for agencies working on the reconstruction of the built-environment. 

• 1. Lack of communication and poor coordination 

In the aftermath of a disaster humanitarian agencies are willing to attend to the emerging needs, but each have 
their own agenda and approach to provide assistance to the affected communities. However only a coordinated 
and coherent assistance enables most efficient use of available resources and most appropriate delivery of aid 
[13, 14]. Although coordination may be seen as a constraint for each organization’s autonomy, it can promote 
partnership and dialogue among stakeholders and reduce the risks that occur when groups miss opportunities to 
build upon each other’s skills. 

 
1 In this paper humanitarian agencies refer to different types of non-profits, including UN agencies, international organizations such as 

International and National NGOs, volunteer groups, faith-based organizations, and other organizations from the private sector. 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.proeng.2018.01.078&domain=pdf
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aim of this research is to analyse the approaches for recovery and reconstruction adopted in each country and to compare the 
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This study found that the government controlled reconstruction efforts in Japan limited the agencies’ involvement in the recovery 
phase, especially in early stages of housing repair and reconstruction. This led to some agencies circumventing the Japanese 
Government’s precarious coordination mechanisms to simplify their independently implemented projects. By contrast the 
Philippines Government promoted the active participation of agencies through close partnerships to coordinate and support 
community recovery. These differences in policy have directly impacted the implementation of humanitarian projects by local 
and international organizations. This paper demonstrates that the establishment of local contacts is crucial for the implementation 
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1 In this paper humanitarian agencies refer to different types of non-profits, including UN agencies, international organizations such as 

International and National NGOs, volunteer groups, faith-based organizations, and other organizations from the private sector. 
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• 2. Conditioning to politics and power: 

The priority of humanitarian agencies is to provide the needed aid to affected people and is founded on concepts 
of neutrality and impartiality. Humanitarian organizations can struggle to fulfil their charter when national 
governments extent significant control over recovery activities. Partnership can be governed by “unequal” 
relationship between larger and smaller organizations. Similarly, there is the risk that NGOs act as the “agents for 
donors’ and discharge the donors’ moral obligations” [15] rather than follow their own charters. 

• 3. Competition among organizations and governments 

It is common for NGOs to be seen to be fiercely competing for funds from the same pool of government and 
private sources which has been referred to as an “alms bazaar” [16], the “NGO scramble” [17] and the “goodwill 
bazaar” [18]. Humanitarian organizations are pressed to sell their image in an unregulated environment which 
leaves less energy and time to confront issues like ethics and efficiency [7]. Another level of competition is 
observed when people perceive the government support as generic with limited capacities to address the crisis 
and contrast the labour of NGOs as specific and closer to their needs. This may cause tensions between 
governments and NGOs. 

• 4. Limited knowledge of the local context 

Humanitarian organizations arrive in the local scene with established procedures and standards which are often 
generic in nature and may be applied to many contexts. Scholars, the media and United Nations suggest a change 
in the approach of deliver humanitarian aid. Expressions such as “one size fits all” or “any kind of aid is better 
than nothing” are highly criticized due to the negative effects in the local communities. Post-disaster 
reconstruction requires sustainable and culturally appropriate solutions even when the technocratic approaches 
are top-down [21]. 

• 5. Inequality, neglect and underestimating the serviced communities 

The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief 
[22] observes the importance of respecting the dignity of the aided people, their right to be actively involved in 
the process of delivering humanitarian action and their capacities to manage their own survival. Tragically many 
humanitarian organizations observe affected communities as powerless and passive beneficiaries needing their 
help [23]. This paternalistic approach may lead to a mismatch of real local needs, create dependence in the local 
communities and even manipulation in the planning and implementation of reconstruction projects [24, 25]. 

3. Case Studies: 

Humanitarian assistance for the reconstruction of the built-environment is particularly challenging. It requires 
extensive coordination, longer commitment from the agencies, deeper understanding of the local context and the 
“beneficiaries”, and administrative procedures. These issues are contrasted with the socially accepted principles and 
mechanisms which are not necessary aligned with the local regulations or institutional systems. Local acceptance 
and involvement in non-profit activities define the approaches of humanitarian agencies. In Japan, the awareness to 
provide support to developing countries contributed to the emergence of non-profit organizations, mainly in 
partnership with the government, to fund humanitarian activities overseas through Japanese NGOs. In contrast, the 
social activism in the local context remained passive [26] until 1995, when the public attention to civil society 
dramatically appeared in Japan in the aftermath of the Kobe Earthquake, which was recognized as the “Catalyst for 
Change” [27] due to the massive volunteer involvement in relief activities, referred as "Volunteer revolution"[28]. 
Alternatively, the Philippines maintains a long tradition of active civil society movements considered one of the 
longest-running in the developing world [29]. The high level of civil engagement in non-profit and development 
activities represents a societal attempt to seek for people’s empowerment and bridge the disproportionate economic 
gaps in the Filipino society. Despite the desired autonomy of NGOs, there are limitations to this independence from 
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government influence and political agenda [29]. This paper observes the powers and limitations of humanitarian 
organizations with reference of two major disasters one in Japan and another in the Philippines. 

3.1. The 2011 Tsunami in Japan 

The 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami caused more than 23,000 deaths, destroyed 121,806 homes 
and displaced over 470,000 people [30]. In the six months after the disaster temporary housing was completed and 
residents were allocated into 39,032 units. National regulations and guidelines for action in the response of the 
disaster were issued.  

The main weakness of the whole relief and support system was the capacity to address local needs adequately. 
Local governments try to provide support according to their jurisdiction. The most important contribution was the 
support for the establishment of Local Coordination Platforms, which became the basis for the humanitarian support 
in the local level and facilitated dialogue between governments, NGOs, civil groups, volunteer groups, community 
organizations and victims. These groups were to ensure the equal assistance to all the affected people and 
coordination for activities. In Figure 1 it is shown the relationships among different stakeholders and the 
mechanisms for communication established at the local level, with specific activities according to specialization of 
each organization. Although these organizations were trying to cover most of the stakeholders in a determined area; 
some non-affiliated volunteer groups, national or international NGOs were also actively working for the victims. 
Therefore the urgent need for collaboration promoted also the formation of “unofficial networks”, which were not 
formally established but were crucial for the network of working organizations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Local Platform Network 
Source: Based on Organization Overview, Ishinomaki Disaster Recovery Assistance Council Inc. (IDRAC) [32], Modified by author 

One example of these non-affiliated organizations was Samaritans’ Purse (SP), a US based humanitarian 
organization that worked in Miyagi and Iwate prefectures providing post disaster relief and housing rehabilitation 
projects. SP arrived in Japan with a large quantity of relief items and a considerable budget, using their contacts with 
local pastors and churches to approach local communities. This organization had significant global experience in 
disaster relief activities. However in Japan they had to understand the importance of working on networking and 
establishing relationships with local communities before starting to implement physical programs. This required 
them to invest their capacities and resources towards the understanding of the local context, and promote the 
interaction between foreign volunteers and local residents. Grassroots activities and alternate relationships with 
other NGOs proved to be more effective than a top-down approach. In fact SP was widely supported by the 
community that ignored restrictions set by the local government who tried to control most of NGOs activities. SP  
cleaned 446 houses and repaired another 509 houses (Figure 2, a) [31]. 

Prior the tsunami, the Japanese local office of Habitat for Humanity mainly worked on fundraising and 
coordinating volunteers for projects abroad. Habitat for Humanity Japan (HFHJ) worked on local projects initially 
with the support of the international office for Asia-Pacific and started coordination with local actors through the 
newly created local platforms and with other organizations in the field. Their first partnership was established with 
an international volunteer organization “All Hands Volunteers”, which worked with Habitat for Humanity 
International in post-disaster support programmes after the 2010 Haiti Earthquake. HFHJ decided to partner with All 
Hands Volunteers on their housing repair project in Iwate Prefecture. Subsequently HFHJ extended their activities to 
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Miyagi prefecture through a partnership with the Japanese NGO Peace Boat, which had experience in post-disaster 
relief after the Kobe Earthquake in 1995 and worked in Miyagi prefecture after the 2011 tsunami. 

HFHJ projects in both prefectures were initially limited to the support of their local partners, but gradually HFHJ 
expanded their links to local governments working to repair community centres and small projects such as 
storehouses for residents of temporary housing (Figure 2, b) [33]. HFHJ recognized their initial limited capacities 
and relied upon international connections and the capacities achieved in Tohoku. 

The international non-profit volunteer organization All Hands Volunteers (AHV) has worked supporting disaster-
affected communities in different countries. Their initial work in Japan was compromised by their lack of strong 
relationships with the affected communities compounded by language and cultural barriers that hindered their 
capacity to provide the required assistance. Furthermore, cultural pride played a role with the Japanese aid recipients 
unwilling to place their own welfare in the hands of a foreign organization [33]. However a significant effort was 
undertaken to bridge the divide and the volunteers were eventually welcomed to assist with the housing repair and 
the support program lasted six months achieving a strong relationship with the local communities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. (a) Housing repair project by Samaritans’ Purse; (b) Storehouse for residents of temporary housing built by Habitat for Humanity Japan; 
(c) House cleaning and repair by All Hands Volunteers. 

3.2. The 2012 Typhoon Washi in the Philippines 

The Philippines is exposed to regular typhoons causing flash floods and landslides. Typhoon Washi hit the city of 
Cagayan de Oro in Southern Philippines in December 2011 with massive destruction that displaced almost 40% of 
the city population [34]. The National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Plan provided guidelines for 
disaster risk reduction actions in order to contribute to the attainment of sustainable development through inclusive 
growth and the adaptive capacities of communities. In the country the cluster approach2 was institutionalized for 
coordination of post-disaster recovery and include government agencies at national and local levels and stakeholders 
from the private sector and civil society. In order to organize the decisions and actions leading to the recovery of the 
built-environment -particularly permanent housing- the local government of Cagayan de Oro established the Local 
Inter-Agency Committee for Permanent Housing (LIAC) NGOs and other stakeholders’ tasks were organized in 
sub-committees according to their capacities and expertise (Figure 3). 

Local government officials were reluctant to invest in non-permanent solutions. However the NGO Catholic 
Relief Services (CRS) together with the International Organization of Migration (IOM) started transitory housing 
programs in Cagayan de Oro against the Philippines’ government will and limiting the use of public land for these 
projects. For the construction of permanent housing the local government provided public land purchased before the 
disaster and designated to be used in case of emergencies. The new settlements were designed by the local 
government and land was allocated to each NGO or other collaborator to build the permanent houses. Controversial 
events manned the process. For instance in the meetings for housing reconstruction there were discrepancies 
between the Philippine Red Cross (PRC) and the local government which led to their exclusion from the 
construction of permanent houses in resettlement sites in the city. Therefore the PRC limited their activities to repair 
and rebuild projects where the beneficiaries had formal ownership of the land and were not targeted for resettlement. 
Although the decision making and the planning process involved multiple actors, it was permanently led by the local 

 
2 The cluster approach, was instituted in 2006 as part of the UN Humanitarian Reform process, is an important step on the road to more 

effective humanitarian coordination and groups different stakeholders into clusters based on their capacities and expertise to address needs in case 
of emergency. See http://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/tools/manuals/who_field_handbook/annex_7/en/ 
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government and other governmental agencies such as the National Housing Authority (NHA) and the Department of 
Social Welfare and Development (DSWD), which influenced the design and implementation of housing projects. 

Figure 3. Function and stakeholders participating in LIAC sub-committees. Source: Author, Based on NHA [35] 

The designs of the houses were based on the standardized designs used by the NHA and the DSWD, although in 
many cases there were modifications. National NGOs such as Habitat for Humanity Philippines and Gawad Kalinga 
were considered government partners for the implementation of social housing and this was extended for the post-
disaster housing. Gawad Kalinga built row houses following the NHA designs which were modified to increase the 
height of the roof (Figure 4, a) to allow residents to build a mezzanine and provide better ventilation that cool the 
interior of the house. Figure 4 (b) shows the Habitat for Humanity designs used to create more dense settlements. 
The decision to adopt this design was politically governed to increase the density of the settlements. However 
inappropriate ventilation created uncomfortably hot interior spaces and residents preferred to use the shaded spaces 
they informally built outside their homes (Figure 4, b). 

Figure 4. (a) Permanent houses built by Gawad Kalinga; (b) Houses built by Habitat for Humanity Philippines; (c) Houses built in Xavier Eco-
Ville by Habitat for Humanity Philippines; (c) Pre-fabricated houses built by the Filipino Chinese Chamber of Commerce. 

There was a close relationship in terms of accountability and coordination between NGOs and governmental 
agencies which reflected an entirely top-down approach. Despite the long tradition of civil activism in the country 
the involvement of local communities in the decision-making was almost non-existent. The participation of the 
disaster-affected people in the recovery of their built-environment was limited in some cases to “sweat-equity3” 
which was initially implemented by Gawad Kalinga and Habitat for Humanity Philippines. However due to the 
pressure this process to include for a quick completion of the housing units they modified the process to include 
contract labour. After the completion of the houses and the victims were allocated in their new homes, Gawad 
Kalinga continued activities with the community. Although the design of the houses and their construction was 
guided by national regulations there were controversial cases where these legal frameworks were ignored. For 

 
3 Sweat equity is referred to the participation of beneficiaries of social and post-disaster housing programs in the construction of the houses. 

NGOs are required beneficiaries to spend certain hours of labour to build their own and their neighbours’ houses.  
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government and other governmental agencies such as the National Housing Authority (NHA) and the Department of 
Social Welfare and Development (DSWD), which influenced the design and implementation of housing projects. 
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pressure this process to include for a quick completion of the housing units they modified the process to include 
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instance the Filipino-Chinese Chamber of Commerce, a national organization with a long tradition of charity 
support, offered to build houses for the disaster victims. This organization had no previous experience in the 
construction of houses and elected to build prefabricated housing units shipped from China. These houses were not 
intended to be used for the long-term (Figure 4, c) and caused a degree of uncertainty for the local residents who 
believed that these homes were not sufficiently robust and noted the low quality of these houses as compared with 
their neighbours’ houses built by other NGOs. 

4. Discussion 

Disasters generally trigger a complex process of reconstruction which cannot be completely anticipated even 
when there are clear procedures and regulations to guide the recovery. Behind the final “product” emanating from 
post disaster projects there are issues that challenge their success and may lead to accusations of failure. 

This research observes that coordination and collaboration is a crucial ingredient for the implementation of NGOs 
projects. The processes outlined here are particularly difficult in an environment that was not prepared for the 
integration of various non-government stakeholders in reconstruction. In Japan, after the 2011 tsunami, despite the 
initial lack of interest of the central government to include international non-profits in the decision-making and the 
field activities, some organizations managed to start projects independently with the support of local residents and 
direct coordination with local governments. Evidence presented here shows that there is still the need to open new 
channels for coordination with non-Japanese organizations and avoid the cultural and language barriers inherent to 
emergency situations. Although the Japanese system was unclear, it was based on a close control of the 
stakeholders’ activities causing limitations for international NGOs – which in many cases opted to ignore the 
governments’ guidelines. 

In contrast, in the Philippines government agencies lead the humanitarian clusters and most of the coordination 
results in a government-NGO partnership for the decision-making and the implementation of housing reconstruction 
projects. The Philippines developed mechanisms for coordination and collaboration in which different actors are 
welcome to participate. However it was observed that the leadership taken by government agencies influenced the 
decisions and the implementation of housing reconstruction projects. It is necessary to opt for a partnership model 
from the government that enables dialogue among stakeholders and avoids inequalities that benefit some groups of 
residents more than others. It is also necessary to observe the local context and promote a real involvement of the 
local communities in order to avoid culturally inappropriate housing solutions cause the deterioration of living 
conditions within the resettled communities. The understanding of the local context was observed as a decisive issue 
for the implementation of projects according to the organizations’ capacities and resources. 

Residents need to be considered as active actors of the recovery and reconstruction of their built environment. 
Although there were initiatives to include them in the construction of the houses they are frequently ignored in the 
process of decision making and planning. The Philippine government followed a paternalistic approach considering 
disaster-affected communities as passive and disabled with the risk to promote dependency in the people. 

5. Conclusion 

The reconstruction efforts analysed in this paper have demonstrated the capacities of different parties 
(government, corporations, civil society groups, NGOs/NPOs, volunteers, local communities) to strengthen 
coordination and cooperation efforts as a key basis for successful intervention in the field of housing recovery. 
Humanitarian organizations are vital for the attention of unexpected needs and locally sensitive projects which 
depend directly on adequate and equal coordination and collaboration among stakeholders. However it was observed 
that despite the initial “good intentions” of humanitarian organizations their projects tend to be influenced by the 
post-disaster recovery guidelines which control NGOs activities. Therefore in Japan NGOs considered partnership 
with other non-profit organizations and local communities key for maintain their independency. In contrast in the 
Philippines due to the strong partnership between NGOs and government NGOs projects are observed to be clearly 
governed by government approaches and political decisions. Despite the initiatives to include local communities as 
active actors in the process of recovery they are still excluded due to the governments’ and NGOs paternalistic 
approach that hinder the people’s capacities to restore and develop resilient communities. 
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